Abstract. The marginal value theorem states that foragers should leave patches when the instantaneous capture rate has fallen to the average capture rate for the habitat. This predicts that patch residence time should increase with increasing patch quality and decrease with increasing habitat quality. These and other predictions from prescient, Bayesian and fixed-time models were tested using observations on 14 radio-tagged free-living common cranes, Grus grus, foraging in cereal farmland. Cranes behaved as Bayesian foragers. Their intake rates on leaving patches changed with patch and habitat quality. The behaviour of cranes was consistent with marginal value theorem predictions only in patches where energy return was lower than required to meet daily food requirements. In contrast, birds left richer patches earlier than expected and at higher intake rates than poor patches. In addition, cranes stayed longer in larger flocks. These results suggest that cranes changed their foraging rules according to their expected energy balance.
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The marginal value theorem (MVT, Charnov 1976) shows that a forager using patches optimally should leave each patch when the instantaneous intake rate falls to the average rate expected for the habitat. The main predictions from this theorem are that (1) patch residence time (PRT) and the total harvest per patch should increase with increasing patch quality (see McNair 1982) ; (2) PRT should be shorter in areas where average patch quality is higher; and (3) as average habitat quality increases more poor patches should be ignored by the forager (see Aström et al. 1990 ). This model assumes foragers have complete environmental information and can recognize patch quality instantaneously. Other simple models of the decision process are those assuming that no patch information is available to the forager. For example, a fixed-time model (Iwasa et al. 1981) would result in PRT being equal for all patches. In most situations, however, the forager will have a degree of information intermediate between these two extremes. The optimal decisions under imperfect information have been the subject of many theoretical studies (Oaten 1977; Green 1980 Green , 1984 McNamara & Houston 1980; Iwasa et al. 1981; Clark & Mangel 1984) , while empirical work has been relatively scarce (Lima 1984; Valone & Brown 1989; Valone 1991 Valone , 1992 . Foragers may use two types of information: (1) sampling information, acquired while exploiting the patch (this includes time spent in the patch, number of items harvested, or time since last item harvested), and (2) pre-harvest information, known to the forager prior to patch exploitation (including patch type distribution, estimate of patch quality via sensory capabilities, or remembering patches that do not change with time). Individuals combining patch sample information and patch type distribution are called Bayesian foragers, while those combining patch sample information and the two latter kinds of preharvest information are called prescient foragers (McNamara & Houston 1980; Valone & Brown 1989; Valone 1991) . Valone & Brown (1989) and Valone (1991) summarized the following predictions from patch assessment models with respect to the foragers' quitting intake rate and patch use patterns (see also Table I ).
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